A friend gave me a copy of Walter Isaacson's Leonardo da Vinci to celebrate the recent completion of my doctorate. Leonardo in many ways represents the epitome of the Renaissance Man, the self-educated master builder, and insatiable searcher for knowledge. There seemed to be no limits to his ability to conceive and implement an entire range of remarkable things, including architectural and engineering accomplishments. I was prompted to think that while there are some today who have an extraordinary range of knowledge and skills, in the domain of health design, the complexity and magnitude of projects, along with accelerated schedules, means they simply cannot be accomplished by one person, genius or not.
Early in my career, I was profoundly influenced by Bill Caudill, author of Architecture by Team. The model he proposed, recognizing that most of us have different skill sets, suggested teams consisting of individuals with management, design, and technical skills would perform better on complex projects than architects working alone, or in traditional firms of the time with a linear, sequential design process featuring handoffs from one department to another. I worked at Caudill Rowlett Scott (CRS) for a few years and absorbed the philosophy of the team approach, consisting of joint project leadership resting among a project manager, project designer, and technical architect. We were teams of people with complementary skills and expertise, simultaneously collaborating with programmers, engineers, interior designers, landscape architects, construction managers, and consultants of all types. The experience was like a graduate school of sorts where young interns rapidly gained experience on major projects spread around the country and around the world. It was a rich and heady experience that set aside my thoughts of graduate school.
Upon graduating with a 5-year professional bachelor of architecture, I had taken the Graduate Record Exam, as many do. It allowed one to send the results to multiple graduate programs, and my choices were all landscape or urban design programs, like Ian McHarg's landscape program at the University of Pennsylvania. I did not imagine a graduate degree in architecture as I reasoned that I already had a degree in that field. In the early 1970s, it seems I already had ideas about cross-discipline education and skill development. My meaningful and satisfying apprenticeship work experience at CRS distracted me from the notion of further education while I sought professional licensure.
I did indeed become licensed and went on to work at other firms, ultimately leading to the 1984 collaboration with my classmate, David Watkins, and the founding of a firm which became WHR Architects, now EYP Health. We modeled our practice on the team approach learned at CRS, as did many North American architectural firms, although the commitment and passion for teams and participatory planning models varied from firm to firm. The commitment to a collaborative process that involved working together with experts from many disciplines, both inside and outside the firm, was ingrained in our culture. My colleagues and I couldn't image any other way to practice.
The idea of graduate school reemerged for me in 2001, at the age of 55, when I chose to seek a master of science in organization development. I had lost interest in the landscape or urban planning paths and was seeking a wider, cross-discipline education. The idea was to develop skills like facilitation, strategy, organization structure, measurement of organizational performance, and so forth, that would help me better serve my architectural clients.
Working with the rigor of a social science, and being especially interested in the concept of design decisions based on evidence, I began to recognize how architecture lacked comparable rigor and accepted large amounts of subjective opinion, such as arbitrary aesthetic design decisions. Exposure to this new body of scholarly material led me to think I wanted to do more research and writing in pursuit of knowledge, which made me susceptible to another recruitment attempt from my friends, Roger Ulrich and Mardelle Shepley at Texas A&M University. Without the master's degree, I would not have been qualified for the teaching position which I accepted in 2004.
As a scholar practitioner, and not a true academic, I began to teach health design in the graduate program and became involved in the founding of the Health Environments Research & Design Journal. In the academic environment, and as an editor of a peerreviewed journal, I felt a need to increase my own standards of rigor. I enrolled in a doctoral program in Nursing and Healthcare Innovation in 2010 at one of the few programs which would accept a non-nurse. In many ways, this fulfilled my interest in increased rigor, as I now studied in a clinical science, in research as I acquired new skills, and in cross-discipline education as I sought a degree in a nonrelated field.
We all have the basic education and skills associated with our principal profession, but it is the additional skills or educational attainments that differentiate us in the work environment. As a proponent of the team approach where individuals with complementary skills work together collaboratively, you might assume I don't expect you to step outside of your principal discipline. Not so; I encourage you to develop multiple skill sets to make you more valuable to your team.
For me, workshops to build new skills, certificates in specialty areas, and degrees in other disciplines all contribute to my portfolio of capabilities. I earned my graduate degrees in both cases without quitting my job, so it is possible to gain these things without sacrificing income or seniority at work. And of course earning a degree is not the only way to pursue learning and personal growth.
With my freshly minted PhD earned when I was 70, I am something of an anomaly and a poster child for lifelong learning. I can only encourage you to continue to learn, grow, and develop throughout your life. I further recommend that you intentionally develop skills outside of your principal discipline. Design practitioner, researcher, or health provider, we all will be challenged multiple times in our chosen fields. The world around us continues to change at an astonishing rate, and individuals who stop learning when they graduate from college are much less likely to advance and keep pace with the exciting fields in which we find ourselves. My path will obviously be different from yours, but I encourage you to continue to learn every day, collaborating effectively with others, and to build rich experiences outside the domain of your primary discipline. You will never regret it. D. Kirk Hamilton, PhD, FAIA, FACHA, EDAC Editor
